A handbook for group discussion in the secondary school by Adler, Stuart P.
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Dissertations and Theses (pre-1964)
1958





!}d A"' 0 5. f: 
; 95! 
BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
SCHOOL OF EDUCATION 
Project 
A HANDBOOK FOR GROUP DISCUSSION 
IN THE SECONDARY SCHOOL 
Submitted by 
Stuart P. Adler 
(A.B., Cornell University, 1955) 
In Partial Full~illment o~ Requirements ~or 
the Degree of Master of Education 
1958 
Boston University 
School of Education 
Library 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
CHAPTER Page 
I. INTRODUCTION ••• . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Statement of Purpose ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Justification •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Scope and Limitations •••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Definition of Terms •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
II. RELATED RESE ARCH: BACKGROUND ••••••••••••••••••• 
A Brief History •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
The Criteria for Good Discussion ••••••••••••• 
The Role of Discussion in the Classroom •••••• 
III. THE MANAGE1ffiNT OF DISCUSSION •••••••••••••••••••• 
Le adershi:P • ••••••••••.•••••••••.•• ~ ••••.•.•••• 
Participation •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Usable Types of Discussion ••••••••••••••••••• 
Evaluation •••..••...••.•••...•••••••••••••••• 
A Suggested Method of Teaching Discussion 
Techniques ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Aids and Materials for Discussion •••••••••••• 
IV. SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY ••••••••••••••••••• 





1. Statement of Purpose 
The purpose of this p~er is to present the theoretical 
and practical aspects of dis cuss ion in such a way as to help 
the high-school teacher improve discussion in his classroom. 
Although much of the material is approached from a practical 
point of view, a large portion of it is of a theoretical na-
ture, in order that the reader will have the necessary back-
ground for understanding the values of discussion and for 
fully utilizing its techniques. 
Some of these theoretical areas are: (1) a brief his-
tory of discussion; (2) the criteria of good discussion; 
and (3) the role of discussion in the classroom. 
Some of the more practical matters to be considered are; 
(1) leadership; (2) participation; (3) usuable types of dis-
cussion; (4) evaluation; (5) suggested methods of teaching 
discussion techniques; and (6) aid and materials for dis-
cussion. It is the writer's hope that this paper will give 
the teacher a thorough, yet readily available, body of material 
for the improvement of discussion. 
2. Justification 
During the past fifty years people h ave become increasingly 
aware of the vital role of discussion in our democratic society. 
Lyman Bryson has described democracy as " •••• a system that 
-t--
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provides for the management of public business by public y 
discussion. n Indeed, numerous examples can be found of 
how discussion works as a fundamental tool in our society, 
from the smallest neighborhood groups to the General Assembly 
of the United Nations. More and more, people have come to 
recognize and cherish the importance of getting together in 
order to think and talk over problems. In addition, psycholo-
gical research has told us that when people share in the think-
ing and talking necessary for decision-making, they are more 
likely to accept and co-operate with the decisions which are 
finally adopted. Discussion is not a lesson in democracy; it 
is democracy in action. 
'I'hl s idea of making democracy an integral part of every-
one's life was stressed by the President's Commission on 
gj 
Higher Education: 
" •••• integration of democratic principles into the 
active life of a person and a people is not achieved 
merely by studying or discussing democracy. Classroom 
teaching of the American tradition, however excellent 
will not · weave its spirit into the innermost fiber · of 
,YLyman Bryson, 11Discussion in the Democratic Process" (Lecture), 
part of the Symposium in Public Speaking, Northwestern Univ., 
1938. (As cited in James H. McBurney and Kenneth G. Hance, Dis-
cussion in Human Affairs, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1950, 
Appendix D., p. 386). 
g,/President • s Commission on Higher Education, "Higher Education 
for American Democracy, 11 Establishing the Goals, Vol. I, p. 14. 
{As cited in Carroll c. Arnold, 11 Teaching Discussion for the 
Develonment of Democratic Behavior," National Association of 
Second~y School Principals' Bulletin, (January, 1954), 38:83-86. 
students ••• Democracy must be lived to be thoroughly 
understood. It must become an established attitude 
and an act i vi ty •••• 11 
E~fective discussion is one way of insuring that democracy 
is not merely talked about. Through active participation in 
discussion, people gain skills in working together with others 
in order to reach a better understanding of mutual problems 
and possibly, to decide what to do about them. Although these 
skills may be valuable in themselves, they should also be 
thought of as vital to the national security. Carroll c. y 
Arnold also comments on this point: 
"If systematic teaching of the principles and 
methods of group discussion can help to establish these 
habits of individual and collective deliberation--and 
there is empirical and experimental evidence to suggest 
that it can--it must make a notable contribution to sta-
bility and responsibility in democratic behavior. 
'All human rights•, an eminent historian has said, 
rest on the moral standards of the canmunity and the 
nation--on habits and enjoyment of such rights.' Skill 
in the process of collective inquiry and judgement, ac-
quired through directed practice in discussion, cannot 
make men wise beyond their knowledge or sensitive be-
yond their perceptions. It can, however, establish ha-
bits, encourage sentiments, and suggest practices which 
are uniformly favorable to the rights most precious in 
a democratic society. And those who learn how to think 
together must, of necessity, acquire -the habits of reason, 
restraint, and self-control which distinguishes a citizenry 
from a rabble." 
The schools can greatly help the public to use discussion 
ycarroll C. Arnold, "Teaching Discussion for the Development 
of Democratic Behavior,n National Association of Secondar 
School Principls' Bulletin, January, 1954 , 38:83-86. 
] 
. more skillfully. In some ways the classroom is an ideal place 
to conduct a discussion, because the teacher can serve as an 
available source of leadership and because students are still 
flexible in their ways of thinking and doing. Discussion 
also has the added advantage of being a valuable tool of 
learning. Many writers in the field of education have pointed 
out how discussion can be used to achieve many of the essential 
goals of education. Some of these goals are: (1) increased 
knowledge or information; (2) ability to use knowledge in new 
situations; {3) more rational attitudes toward social problems; 
(4) improvement in the personal and social adjustment of stu-
. -y 
dents; and (5) increased skills in communicating to others. 
All of these matters will be discussed in more detail in a 
later section. 
Unfortunately, the ability to lead and to participate 
in a discussion effectively is not an innate characteristic 
of man. It must be acquired. Because of the divergent and 
often egocentric needs which are brought to a discussion by 
its members, it is essential that people adopt a more objective 
attitude toward discussion--through an increase in both their 
understanding of it and their skill in using it. Although 
there are many excellent books about discussion, usually very 
little is said about discussion in the classroom. Here the 
1/junior Town Meeting League, Learning through Group Discussion, 
Booklet, Form Lg. 40, Junior Town Meeting League, Middletown, 
Conn., p. 5. 
participants are less mature than their adult counterparts. 
Because of this lack of material concerning classroom discus-
sion, the teacher has little to guide him. It is the hope 
of the writer that this paper may be of some help to the 
teacher in his efforts to improve the quality of discussion 
in his classroom, and ultimately in society as a whole. 
3. Scope and Limitations 
This paper deals for the most part with the practical 
aspects of conducting a group discussion. Such materials 
will include: (1) the techniques of effective leadership 
and participation; (2) usable types of discussion; (3) evalu-
ation techniques; (4} suggestions for teaching discussion 
techniques; and (5) aids and materials for discussion. 
Some of the more general material will include: (1) a 
brief history of discussion; (2} the criteria of good dis-
cuss~on; and (3} and the role of discussion in the classroom. 
In general, this paper will not go into the substantial 
body of material collected by psychological research on the 
values of discussion as compared to other teaching techniques. 
In many instances this material is biased either for or against 
discussion and is, therefore, often contradictory in its find-
ings. Until further research is conducted, the values of dis-
cussion as a teaching method will have to be accepted on a 
rather subjective basis. 
This paper deals with only one of the many areas of oral 
communication: class discussion. 
Finally, it should be noted that much of the material 
in this paper has been taken from books, pamphlets, and 
periodicals and remains untested in the classroom. 
4. Definition of Terms 
Discussion: The co-operative deliberation of problems 
by persons thinking and conversing together 
under the direction of a leader for purposes 
of understanding and action.1f 
1/James H. McBurney and Kenneth G. Hance, Discussion in Human 
Affairs, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1950, p. 10. 
CHAPTER II 
RELATED RESEARCH: BACKGROUND 
1. A Brief History 
Although discussion is not new to Western culture, dis-
cussion as a definable speech form is only thirty years old. 
A general interest in discussion can be traced back to the 
studies of Greek scholars who lived more than two thousand 
years ago. The Greeks at that time, because of their par-
ticular form of government, were especially interested in 
public speeking and "dialectic," a precursor of modern dis-
1/ 
cussion. But no real effort was made to define or describe 
discussion, as such, until quite recently. 
For the most part, this new interest in discussion as a 
speech form grew out of the efforts of teachers. They were 
gmong the first to realize its enormous potential as a tool 
for learning and group decision-making. It was from their 
in·itial interest that such programs as "University of Chicago 
Round Table" and n.America's Town Meeting of the Air" were 
created. These and similar programs have played a crucial 
role in bringing to the American public concrete examples of 
discussion at work. For the first time, people bec.ame conscious 
ywilliam M. Sattler, "Socratic Dialetic and Modern Group 
Discussion,n Quarterly Journal of Speech (April, 1943), 29:152. 
of a form of speech they had been taking for granted for 
11 
centuries. 
But even today people take discussion for granted--so 
much so, that in our modern society with its systems of mass 
communication, discussion is becoming a lost art. The student 
of today is deluged by a flood of information coming at him 
over the mass media, but he is given little opportunity to do 
anything with all this information--to discuss and evaluate 
it with his contemporaries. Instead, he has become the pas-
sive member of the "listening audience," and when called upon 
to participate, he may apathetically, if not wisely, remains 
silent. 
How this growing problem can be alleviated in the society 
as a whole does not fall within the scope of this paper. But 
how students in the classroom can be given more and better 
opportunities in group discussion does. As usual, when prob-
lems arise that concern the nation as a whole, the schools 
must asgwme part of the responsibility for their solution. 
In this particular area the schools' obligation is clear-cut. 
2. The Criteria of Good Discussion 
A Shared Experience.-- The first criterin of good dis-
cussion is that it be a shared experience. Discussion is no 
1/Andrew Thomas Weaver, Gladys Louise Borchers, and Donald 
Kliese Smith, The Teaching of Speech, Prentice-Hall !no., 
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1952 1 p. 319. 
place for secrets; all pertinent facts and opinions should be 
offered without inhibition. A willingness to cooperate is 
essential for the progress of the group, since its chief 
weapon in attacking the problems to be considered is this 
offered information. The more information the group has, 
the more valuable will be its final consensus. 
A Problem-Solving Activity.-- One important factor that 
distinguishes group discussion for ordinary conversation is 
that its members are consciously engaged in problem-solving 
activities. In fact, many writers point out that the kind of 
thinking used in group discussion is directly parallel to the 
kind used by individuals in solving their ovm individual prob-
lems. They have also pointed out that the process of group 
thinking closely resembles Dewey's concept of "reflective ]j 
thought." Dewey divides it into five steps: "(1) a felt 
difficulty; (2) its location and definition: (3) suggestion 
of possible solutions: (4) development by reasoning of the 
bearings of the suggestion: (5) further observation and ex-
periment leading to its acceptance or rejection; that is, the y 
conclusion of belief or disbelief." 
1/John Dewey, Row We Think, D. C. Heath and Company, Boston, 
1910, p. 72~ 
g/Ibid., P• '12. 
y 
McBurney has taken Dewey's pattern of individual 
thought and modified it slightly to show what he believes to 
be the workings of group thought. He also divides his into 
five steps. 
The first step is defining and delimiting the problem. 
This step cannot be taken for granted since groups often feel 
only a vaguely sensed difficulty. A cle.arly stated description 
of the problem will give the group the nec,essary goal for which 
to strive..:-an object upon which all of the members can focus 
their attention. For instance, a class will make little pro-
gress discussing the topic, "Teen-Age Problems." However, if 
they limit their discussion to some specific aspect of the 
total problem, they will be more likely to achieve some worth-
while consensus. (For example, they could discuss rrDoes OUr 
Town Have Adequate Recreational Facilities for Teen Agers?") 
The ~econd step is to analyze the problem. In order to 
do this, information must be available to the group concerning 
pertinent facts and underlying casual relationships. In the 
secondary school, because the students' experiences are often 
quite limited, much of the needed information will have to 
come from books and selected "experts." 
The third step is the suggestion of tentative solutions. 
!/James M. McBurney and Kenneth G. Hance, Discussion in Human 
Affairs, Harper and Brothers, New York, 1950, pp. 11-13. 
'I'his step follows naturally from the analysis of the problem, 
and if the tentative solutions are well chosen, they will give 
the students a great deal of direction in their work. Needless 
to say, these solutions will be treated as mere hypotheses and 
will remain tentative until some verifiable solution is found. 
The fourth step is the reasoned development of the pro-
posed solutions, or, in other words, the thinking through of 
the various solutions presented. Once the various hypotheses 
have been agreed up6n, they will be evaluated in terms of how 
well they deal with the main causes of the . problem and how 
well they coincide with the aims of the group. After such de-
liberation the group can then decide upon a tentative conclu-
sion. 
The fifth and last step is the further verification of 
the conclusion. This last step is not usually associated. with 
discussion in learning groups, but it is the final step with 
more action-minded groups. This verification can best be done 
by observing the results of a solution after it has been put in-
to action. In learning groups, however, the students may be 
limited to reviewing the hypothetical implications of putting 
the solution into action. The value of this review may be the 
uncovering of certain practical considerations which the group 
had previously overlooked. 
Although Dewey's concept of reflective thought does serve 
as a useful analogy for the process of group thought, like all 
analogies, it is not perfect. The Junior Town Meeting League 
y 
points out the following difference: 
"On the other hand, discussion and reflective think-
ing have important differences. The individual thinker 
is the sole arbiter of what is worth his effort. His own 
concern and uncertainty are sufficient bases for thought. 
In group discussion, the concerns and uncertainties of 
several persons must coincide before anything vital can 
happen. u 
This point also reminds us of the co-operative spirit 
necessary for effective group thinking and warns us of the 
danger of any mechanistic approach to group work. 
The Role of Conflict.-- Even though discussion requires 
a co-operative attitude, it does not mean total agreement among 
members. Superficial agreements based on ignorance or compro-
mise are not the goal of good discussion. 
"Discussion always seeks a consensus based on a sound 
integration of the facts and values inherent in the problem. 
Such a consensus may be taken as a solution of the problem 
and a basis for action where action is required. This 
kind of consensus should never be confused with superficial 
agreements achieved through ignorance or compromise. Con-
sensus which fails to take into account relevant facts and 
important values may be worse than no agreement at all, be 
cause it invites complacency and disillusionment."gj 
Differences of opinion are often beneficial to discussion 
in that they give the final consensus a much broader perspective 
than would be possible where the free expression of ideas is 
1/The Junior Town Meeting League, Youth Discussion: Patterns 
and Techniques, Booklet, 1953, Form Lg. 76, Columbus, Ohio, 
p. 3. 
g/McBurney, op. cit., p. 14. 
forbidden. Conflict is not a value in itself, but when it 
does exist, it should be brought out into the open where it 
can be dealt with in a rational way. Hidden or latent conflict 
may subtlely undermine any attempt at reaching a consensus. 
y 
In reality, these conflicts and differences of opinion make 
up the raw material of discussion. 
In addition, conflict is no longer stranger to human affairs. 
We are familiar with it as a natural part of our society--as 
something we have had in the past and will have in the ruture. 
It is the normal result of the meeting of individuals and groups 
with their different backgrounds and needs. But conflict can-
not be ignored, or else it will grow until it is beyond the 
reach of rational containment. Properly handled, it can be-
come the driving force of social progress. 
"Every problem we meet presents the possibilities 
of a constructive, even a creative, solution. Prob-
lems should be regarded as opportunities for clearer 
insight, better understanding, and sounder policy. 
This is not a 'Pollyanna' philosophy. It is a hard 
fact that our personal development and progress of 
society are dependent to a considerable extent upon 
our sensitivity to frictions, differences, and con-
flicts and upon our capacity to move to new and better 
ground through the analysis and resolution of these 
conflicts. Indifference toward these conflicts can 
mean only social stagnation at the best and social 
chaos at the worst."y 
McBurney makes a use~1l distinction between what he calls 
YLeland P. Bradford, "The Case of the Hidden Agenda," Adult 
Leadership, (September, 1952), 1:3-7. 
g/McBurney, on. cit., p. 14. 
y 
intrinsic and extrinsic conflict. Intrinsic conflict is 
caused by "differences and misunderstandings concerning :f,acts 
and e.xp ert opinions, reasoning, and standards of value which 
are relevant to the problem under consideration." On the other 
hand, extrinsic conflict is the outgrowth of "pre judices, per-
sonal deviation, and uncontrolled emotional behavior." One of 
the chief goals of the discussion group is to resolve these in-
trinsic conflicts in order to reach a higher level of under-
standing. Because extrinsic conflict tends to block the pro-
gress of discussion, it must be dealt with in some way. Where 
it cannot easily be resolved, it must in some way be bridged 
or removed so that the real work of discussion can go on. 
Since most discussions contain both intrinsic and extrinsic 
conflict, the problem is often the dual one of removing the 
extrinsic conflicts in order to get at the really essential 
intrinsic ones • 
Conflict can be of value to a group only when its members 
are co-operative. This does not refer so much to the kinds of 
ideas they present, but rather to the way they present them. 
Besides co-operation, the attitude most sought after is objec-
tivity--the ability to look at the contributions of the group 
in an impersonal and open-minded manner. This attitude will 
be discussed in more detail in a later section. 
!/Ibid., pp. 46-47. 
A Directed Activity.-- The fourth criterion of good dis-
cussion is that it must have some form of leadership. All or-
ganized discussion groups have leaders, and even in informal 
groups, leaders naturally emerge. McBurney defines the leader 
as one who helps 11 'the ~oup realize its full potentialities in 
solving the problem." The leaders role includes keeping or 
der, directing the progress of the discussion~ and stimulating 
the members to work at their fullest capacity. The role of 
the leader will be discussed in more detail in a later section. 
3. The Role of Discussion in the Classroom 
Increased Knowledge.-- One goal which the teacher hopes 
to achieve when he uses discussion in his classroom is in-
creased knowledge. Because the writer believes that the ma-
jority of studies conducted to evaluate the comparative value 
of discussion and other teaching methods seems to be biased 
either for or against discussion, psychological research can 
be of little use, at this time, in determining the worth of 
discussion as a tool of learning. However, the studies do 
seem to agree that the discussion method increases the stu-
dent's ability to recall factual information at varying times 
after the learning experience. 
"Discussion involves participation on the part of 
the learner in ways the lecture method does not. He is 
called upon to formulate his ideas and express them in 
words. Moreover, he is corrected if wrong and given an 
1(0p. cit., p. 14. 
opportunity to ask questions. The result is likely to 
be a more careful formulation and one which is better 
understood. Such understanding will prove of great. 
value in recalling f,acts, theories, principles, and 
other items of information at a later date.".!/ 
Functional Knowledge.-- Discussion also seems to increase 
a student's ability to use knowledge in new situations because 
the student is able to experience this new knowledge in a more 
complete manner. Unlike the lecture method, which relies upon 
memorization, the discussion method. rests on the premise that 
learning is best when the students are involved in their work 
and can develop their own answers to problems. Knowledge 
acquired in this manner tends to become an intrinsic part of 
the student's psyche and is, therefore, more likely to be used 
gj 
in new situations. · 
Critical Thinking.-- Another important goal of the dis-
cussion method is increased skill and precision in thinking. 
Discussion seems to be one of the few teaching methods in 
which students can, at the same time, use and analyze the pro-
cess of reflective thinking. In discussion, students are 
given an opportunity to evaluate their own thinking ~ a situ-
ation that is not too personal or threatening. This is not to 
say that the sola pur.pose of group discussion is to improve 
critical thinking, for the writer believes any detailed 
1/McBurney, op. cit., p. 277. 
g/McBurney, op. cit., p. 277. 
is not seeking to enforce any single solution to a problem, 
but rather is attempting to find the best possible solutions. 
Interpersonal Relations.-- Another area with which dis-
cussion can deal directly is interpersonal relations. Often 
in discussion groups, progress is blocked, not so much by in-
adequacies in reflective thinking, but by frequent personality 
conflicts. This is particularly true in high-school groups 
where the members are less mature and have little skill in 
handling these more emotional problems. Group discussion can 
serve as an effective laboratory for the observation and analysis 
of these personality conflicts. With certain groups it may even 
be salutary to shift the emphasis away from the more formal 
skills of reflective thinking over to these interpersonal problems. 
CHAPTER III 
THE MANAGEMENT OF DISCUSSION 
1. Leadership 
Necessity for Leadership.-- Before discussing the duties 
of the discussion leader, it would be valuable to examine the 
question of why a leader is needed. In most social gatherings 
where people talk together in an informal manner, discussion 
leaders are not found; indeed, they are not necessary. But in 
discussion groups where people get together in order to think 
and talk over mutual problems, the need for leadership is ~e-
diately felt. Often, groups left to their own devices will not 
succeed in moving out of the essential, but confusing, explora-
tory phase. 
" •••• for each member is intent upon the point he 
wishes to make or upon expressing his reaction to a point 
made by another. As more and more points are made and 
commented on the situation grows more complex until soon 
so many considerations are in the air that no one can re-
member what anyone has said. The first contribution, like 
a pebble dropped into a pond, has created an area of agi-
tation whicrh widens in all directions that soon the eye 
cannot take it in." y' 
According to Utterback the leader is necessary because 
in group thinking, unlike individual thinking, one has diffi-
culty keeping track of all the ideas which are presented. In 
addition, the group tends to have a wor.m's-eye rather than a 
,YWilliam E. Utterback, "Moderator's Function in Group Thinking," 
Quarterly Journal of Speech, (December, 1948), 34:457. 
! ' 
bird 1 s-eye view of what is going on. Therefore, some person 
is needed who can serve as a democratic traffic cop to direct 
the flow of ideas and to keep the various stages of discussion 
11 
moving. 
The Democratic Leader.-- As the v~iter has already pointed 
out, McBurney believes that the function of the leader is to 
help "the participants realize 'their fulvotentialities in 
solving the problem under consideration. McBurney also feels 
that in addition to such personal qualities such as an under-
standing of people, a high sense of social responsibility, com-
petance in give-and-take conversation, and skill in analysis 
and synthesis, the discussion leader must have a thorough under-
standing of the democratic process, of which discussion is a 
part. McBurney lists three essentials for democratic leadership: 
" •••• stimulation, guidance, and integration--stimu-
lation for the purpose of developing an awareness of prob-
lems and opportunities for growth and progress; guidance 
for the purpose. of employing the resources of the group 
to the best advantage; and integration for the purpose 
of consolidating gains as a basis for understanding and 
action.n 
The democratic leader stands somewhere between the extremes 
of the autocratic leader, who exerts rigid controls over the 
group, and the permissive leader, who leaves all matters of or-
ganization up to the whims of the group. Unlike the permissive 
yihid., p. 457. 
g/McBurney, op. cit., p. 231. 
y'Ib id. , p. 232 • 
) 
§/ 
:leader., he stimulates, guides, and integrates for the group, 
yet never takes over the dominating role of the autocratic 
leader. He is the one that helps the group reach ~ ~ 
goals. 
Choosing a Topic.-- Earlier it was pointed out that dis-
cussion is primarily a problem-solving experience. If problems 
do make up the raw material of discussion, the question arises 
as to how one goes about selecting the best possible problem-
topic to discuss. Here are a few suggestions that may prove 
helpful: 
1. The topic should be of interest to the group. Probably 
the best way to insure group interest is to allow the 
group to help out in the selection of the topic. This 
does not rule out the possibility of the teacher suggest-
ing a topic. Often, the teacher is in a better position 
to suggest a topic which includes the immediate con-
cerns of the group and also leads off into areas of wider 
significance. In this way, the teacher can enrich and 
broaden the student's understandings without rU.nning the 
danger of ignoring his existing interests. 
2. The topic should be suited to the capacities of the 
group. Many topics can be discussed in a profitable 
way by students with only limited experience. SUch 
areas as school, comnrunity, and national affairs con-
tain many possible topics for less sophisticated groups, 
since these areas emphasize immediate personal rela-
tionships and lend themselves to research and inquiry. 
However, topics related to more specialized areas, like 
higher mathematics or physics, will prove frustrating 
and discouraging to uninformed groups .y 
3. The topic should be one on which there is ample infor-
mation available. If it is frustrating for a group 
to discuss a problem about which it knows nothing, 
then it is equally frustrating to discuss a problem 
about which nothing can be found out. 
!/McBurney, op. cit., 153. 
4. The problem should be specific enough to pr omise 
results within a given time limit. In clsasroom 
discussion, where the time limit is usually from 
thirty to sixty minutes, topics should be chosen 
accordingly. If the class should decide to discuss 
a more difficult problem, it may be wise to subdivide 
it into ~table phases which could be covered over 
a series of meetings. 
5. The problem should permit differences of opinion. 
McBurney believes that "rational difference is the 
lifeblood of significant discussion." Since dis-
cussion groups are usually made up of people with 
different backgrounds and feelings, the teacher 
should select topics which will encourage these 
differences to be expressed. At all costs, the 
teacher should avoid ~o~ics which beg for an 
"either-or" solution.y 
Many writers in the area of discussion agree that topics 
for discussion should be stated in question form to help iden-
tify the problems more specifically and to motivate reflective 
thinking and inquiry. For example, a topic worded, 11 Are we 
wasting our land?n is more likely to elicit response from 
a group than the rather generalized wording, 11 Conversation. 11 
Knowledge of the Problem.-- Although it is quite possible 
for a leader to conduct an adequate discussion without an ex-
tensive knowledge of the problem, he will generally find him-
self more effective when he has a basic understanding of the 
problem. Be may not be the most informed member of the group 
but if he has a good working knowledge of the problem, he will 
be in a better position to see relationships, to react to 
subleties in development, and to make judgments which will be 
1/McBurney, op. cit., P• 153. 
most beneficial to the group's goals. 
A Co-operative Atmosphere.-- One important job a teacher 
has in conducting a group discussion is to create an atmosphere 
conducive to the free exchange of ideas. Commenting upon the 
interpersonal relationships in discussion, the Junior Town 
Meeting League states: "Friendly student-teacher relationships 
and friendly student-student relationships are basic, vital 
y' 
factors requisite for effective class discussion. n 
But the problem of human relations in the classroom goes 
much further than the creation of a nfriendly" atmosphere. 
Most of us . would agree that a teacher should not use .authori-
tarian methods in a discussion. However, most of us would also 
agree that the teacher should have some definite plan of leader-
ship.. For example, what should the teacher do with "wrong" 
answers, since it is assumed that many of the answers given by 
students in discussion will be "wrong." Because the teacher 
wants all students to participate, how to handle these- "wrong" 
answers can become a real problem. 
gj 
Stanley believes that incorrect answers are better than 
no answers, since they give the teacher the opportunity to 
find out the nature and quality of the student's prior ex-
perience and patterns of thought. In other words, the student 
1/Junior Town Meeting League, Learning Through Group Discussion, 
Booklet, 1949, Form Lg. 40, Middleto,m, Conn., p. 7. 
_y'Eugene Stanley, "Thoughts on the Improvement of Instruction, 11 
School and Society, (October 13, 1956), 84:118-120. 
reveals himself through his response--nright" or "wrong. " 
Second, he believes that in order to encourage full partici-
pation, the teacher must give up some of the "traditional 
halo of au thor i ty" which surrounds him. 
"Since it @iscussio!Y is a co-operative enter-
prise, the teacher's first task is probably that of 
convincing the students that he is an eager scholar 
in his field still looking for many of the answers. 
An essential companion-piece to this point of view 
is that of assuring the students that the quest for 
knowledge is a joint responsibility in which all must 
play a part. The stage is properly set when the stu-
dent is made to feel that he is a valuable member of 
the group and believes he is capable of making a 
worth-while contribution to the class projects.".Y' 
This method has other values besides the one mentioned 
above. In this more co-operative atmosphere, students will 
have an increased sense of belonging and a strong feeling 
of achievement. Because he is not being judged by the correct-
ness of his answers, the student will also feel that the "sacred-
ness of his personality" is not being violated. All these fac-
tors will help the s·tudent develop a healthy sense of self-esteem. 
In order to make full use of "wrong" answers, to encourage 
full participation, and to develop this co-operative atmosphere, y 
Stanley suggests seven steps: 
Y'Ibid., p. 119. 
g/Ibid., p. 119. 
Yibid., P• 120. 
?J 
nunderstanding the student's response. Since 
communication is truly difficult, the teacher should 
be sure that the student's response is understood at 
the outset. Frequently other students can be helpful 
in this 'playback' procedure. When the responding 
student agrees that he has been correctly interpreted, 
then additional progress can be achieved• Note that 
this inquiry can aid in adding to a student's sense 
of personal dignity, for when rightly performed he is 
not put on the defensive and his contributions are 
accorded status. 
Examining and verifying the response's !lausibility. 
The sincere student's response makes 'some k nd of sense.' 
When the student is offered the opportunity to explain 
why he gave the answer he submitted, the intelligence of 
the response is sometimes quite enlightening. It is pre-
cisely at this point that one gets a weliminary insight 
into the nature of the student's organization of his ex-
perience. 
Ascertaining the nature of the exp~r~ence upon which 
the experience rests. Further questions asked of the stu-
dent may reveal the information desired at this point. A 
teacher's familiarity with experiences which are normal--and 
often quite the vogue--for students of a given age group, 
community and socio-economic status may aJ$o prove bene-
ficial. Once this broader base of cultural participation 
is grasped, the teacher finds himself nestled confidently 
inside the student's experience, the real teaching potential 
of the situation emerges. 
Testin~ the logic supportin~ the response. This 
is an impor ant procedure, for i will reveal the 
cause-effect sequence the student has established. This 
step is also of high value, for on occasion the pattern 
of reflection which supports an answer may prove more 
significant than the response itself. If the student is 
able to detect an error in his logic in the exchange, 
there is growth in perception on his part. 
Estimating the conceptual routes essential for re-
sponse modification. The instructor now attempts to de-
fine again the relationship, if any, of the student's 
answer to one more appropriate. If, by chance, the stu-
dent has been led to question his own contribution, 
skilled teaching can point him in a better direction. 
The alternation of the student's misconceptions may 
depend in part, upon the sequential development of new 
ideas. However, this is not always true, for a new in-
tegration and synthesis may occur inside the learner with-
out the need of external aids. 
Encouraging wider student participation. Students 
can often communicate more effectively with one another 
than they can with the teacher; they can be mutually help-
ful to one another. This technique also prevents the 
teacher from cutting short the dynamics of the interaction. 
It may add interest to the discussion activity and create 
an enlarged atmosphere of freedom essential for good in-
sti!Uction. 
~iding the discussion toward a more adequate and 
harmonious consensus. The teacher must make certain that 
the discussion is getting somewhere. Agreements must be 
sought and these considerations to which they pertain must 
be brought to light. It is desirable that all contri-
butions made in the discussion be given respect and status 
due them, and conclusions drawn should reflect fully and 
harmoniously all of the intelligence generated." 
The Discussion Outline.-- The teacher will find it quite 
helpful to prepare a discussion outline. This outline is use-
ful in focusing the teacher's attention on the main is 'sues and 
in providing him with a general plan of development along the 
lines of reflective thinking. With this handy reference in 
front of him, he can make sure that the discussion stays on 
the main track and keeps moving through the various develop-
mental stages. 
However, the leader should not force the members to follow 
his outline. If this were true, the outline could be handed 
out to the members in the form of a question sheet which they 
could fill out in their spare time. The outline should merely 
be suggestive of how the discussion might progress and should 
serve as a guide for creative group thought. 
y 
McBurney also offers the following suggestions: 
"The leader's outline should make provision for 
an opening statement designed to start the discussion. 
All points in the outline should be phrased as questions 
which can be directed to participants. Space should be 
provided for marginal notes during the discussion. Often 
such notes are helpful in recalling questions to be 
raised later and in recording ideas to be used in interim 
and final summaries. 1' 
If possible the organization of the outline should follow 
the steps of reflective thinking. These are as follows: (1) 
definition of the problem, (2) analysis of the problem, (3) 
possible hypothesis or solutions, (4) appraisals of the hypo-
thesis or solutions, and (5) suggestions for verification or 
. y 
putting solutions into operation. An example of such an 
outline can be found on page • If this pattern does not 
for some reason meet the needs of the class, a modified ver-
sion could be develope~ by .the teacher. 
The Study Guide.-- With high-school pupils, it is often 
helpful to prepare a study guide to systematize and direct 
the preparation made before each discussion. This guide 
usually contains reading lists and study outlines in question 
form. Such a set of organized questions has the advantage 
of reducing random and trial-and-error investigation by 
directing a student's attention to the chief trouble spots. 
1/McBurney, op. cit., p. 235. 
g/Ibid., p. 171. 
Y".!l2lf!.·, P. 166. 
y 
Starting the Discussion.- - Tbe leader starts the dis-
cussion quickly and effectively. There are numerous ways 
of doing this, such as stating the problem, stating the 
issues, citing a special case, using a quotation, or using 
some audio-visual aid. Re.gardless of method the leader y 
should keep in mind McBurney's e xcellent advice: 
nin general, the leader's opening should be infor-
mative, provocative, and relatively brief. Above all, 
it should lead unfailingly to discussion. The important 
thing ·. is to get lively, relevant talk started as quickly 
as possible." 
Here is an example of how to start a discussion by 
stating the problem. The leader might say, "One often hears 
people complaining about the schools in this country. Many 
well-known and influential writers have stated that Russian 
students are better prepared than we are. John, what do you 
think of this statement? From the reading you have done, do 
you believe that Russian students are getting a better edu-
cat ion than you are?" 
The Development of Group Thinking.-- Probably the best 
way of giving a discussion the kind of order and direction 
it needs, is to follow the prepared discussion outline in a 
consistent, but flexible, manner. Since the outline will 
have been developed along the patterns of reflective thinking, 
it will serve as the best guarantee that productive group 
thinking will develop. It has the additional advantages of 
insuring that the discussion will have a peginning and end, 
and of encouraging habits of straight thinking. However, 
the leader should remember that too rigid an adherence to the 
discussion outline will stifle creative thought. Like the leader 
himself, the outline should serve merely as a guide to the de-
velopment of group thinking. 
Keeping the Discussion Unified.-- One of the chief duties 
of the leader is to see that the discussion does not become 
. rambling or chaotic. One of the most discouraging impressions 
a participant can receive is that the discussion is not getting 
anywhere. Some common devices for securing unity are occasional 
summaries, taking notice of the ground which remains to be 
covered, returning to a point after a digression, postponing 
matters which should be considered later, asking for explanations 
};/ 
of obscure relationships, and relating obscure contributions." 
Another way to secure unity is to divide a broad, general 
question into more manageable parts. This avoids the confusion 
of discussing two or more distinct questions at the same time. 
For example, in discussing the topic, "What Should Be Done 
About Juvenile Delinquency?", the problem can be divided 
into two parts: prevention and cure. Making clear and 
meaningful transitions is also essential for securing unity. 
When moving from one idea to another, it ~is the leader's 
y~., P• 249. 
responsibility to show the relationship between them. This 
kind of relating can change a series of meaningless moments y 
into a progression of significant ideas. 
- gj 
Playing the ''Devil's Advocateu. __ Since the leader is in 
the unique position of being somewhat removed from any ~ed-
iate phase of the problem that is being discussed, it is often 
his responsibility to support, or at least suggest, some im-
portant point of view which no member of the group has ex-
pressed or has been willing to support. This situation will 
arise when the group is in agreement on certain phases of the 
problem and forgets other significant aspects. 'l'he leader's 
role remains neutral, but by bringing in these points which 
he feels derserve consideration, he helps the group reach a 
more realistic consensus. The leader will introduce such 
points with statements like these: "Let 1 s look at the other 
side of this for a minute •••• 11 or "We certainly make a mis-
ti'Y' take not to consider •••• 
Closing the Discussion.-- Like his introduction to the 
discussion, the leader's concluding remarks should be brief 
and meaningful. Because of his somewhat removed position 
from the problems of the group, he is best able to show the 
group where they have traveled and what their present state 
i/Ibid., P• 249. 
g/Ibid., P• 255. 
£/Ibid., p. 255. 
of consensus is. A long, involved summary would be both in-
appropriate and detrimental. 
2. Participation 
Good Speech Habits.-- Even though group discussion is 
basically an informal situation, good speech habits must be 
exercised if the discussion is to be at all successful. Be-
cause of the quantity and diversity_ of the ideas being pre-
sented in a discussion, and because of the rapidity and spon-
taneity with which these ideas are exchanged and developed, 
discussion is not a place where sloppy speaking will suff ice. 
In discussion, clear, precise speech is at a premium. 
Audibility.-- The first job of any speaker is to make 
himself heard. Initiall y, one might think that audibility 
is not a problem in discussion, since the members of the 
group are usually in a face-to-face arrangement. What often 
happens, however, is that the person s peaking directs his 
talk to his nearest neighbor forgetting that the rest of the 
group also wants to hear. At all times the speaker should 
try to adjust his voice so that the entire group--to whom 
he should be speaking--can easily hear him. 
Intelligibility.-- Besides taking pains to be heard, 
the speaker should also attempt to speak distinctly enough 
to be easily understood. Sloppy speech is often the result 
of the informal atmosphere of discussion: 11 
yRussel H. Wagner and Carroll C • .Arnold, Handbook of Group 
Discussion, Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston, 1940, p. 13S: 
"It must be remembered that what is not instan-
taneously intelligible to your listeners will probably 
never be grasped at all. The spoken word, once uttered, 
is gone beyond recall. If your colleague is struggling 
to reconstruct in his own mind the last statement you 
made, he will miss the significance of what you offer 
~ediately thereafter •••• Such weaknesses of oral com-
munication as laz.y enunciation, poor emphasis, speech 
that is either too rap id or too slow, illogical in-
flection, and improper placement of pauses--all inter-
fere with easy intelligibility. Any of these qualities 
may place your colleages at a disadvantage in under-
standing what has been said, yet many participants in 
discussion seemed lured into just such .carelessness 
by the procedural informalities of conference." 
Animation.-- If the participant has something important 
to say and he has strong feelings about it, he should let the 
sincerity of his feelings be heard in the quality of his voice 
and jesture. If he speaks in a monotone, his listeners will 
interpret his words-- regardless of what they are--to mean 
little. Besides doing harm to his own intentions, a monotonous 
voice will have a bad effect upon group s pirit. In discussion, 
lethargy is contagious and destructive to group thinking. 
Fortunately, enthusiasm is also contagious and has a vivifying 
effect upon the group. An enthusiastic leader or group member 
y' 
can set the tone for the entire discussion. 
Fluency.-- Because of the high frequency of responses 
in discussion, one does not usually h ave the time to carefully 
plan what he is going to say. This often results in utter-
ances which are choppy in their flow of thoughts and, there-
fore, do not receive the full attention of the group. To 
1/McBurney, op. cit., p. 195. 
eliminate distracting nuh's" and "er's" and to achieve a 
smooth flow of ideas, one should practice privately whenever 
possible. Poor fluency can also be the result of poor listening. 
One should always be sure that he heard exactly what the per-
son before him said before commenting upon it. 
The Role of Attitudes.-- Good speech habits are not enough 
to insure effective participation in discussion. Often the 
way one participates in discussion is determined more by the 
attitudes he brings to the discussion than by his knowledge 
Y' 
of discussion techniques. McBurney states in part: 
"No amount of attention to procedure can achieve 
co-operative group thinking if the attitudes of those 
doing the discussion are competive, self-centered, 
and individualistic. Even the most artful dissimulation 
on the part of speakers is a poor substitute for ob-
jectivity, tolerance, and a genuine desire to work to-
gether." 
Sympathy for the Group's Goals.-- The members of a dis-
cussion group came with different backgrounds and needs. Un-
less there is some harmony between the needs of the individual 
members and the goals of the group, little progress can be ex-
pected. Each member of the group should first try to deter-
mine the various goals of the group. Once he has done this, 
he will be in a better position to see where his own personal 
goals fit in. This identification with the group's goals is 
~portant, for it helps the individual to feel some concern 
over the outcome of the discussion instead of ignoring or 
1/Ibid., p. 197. 
working against it. Keltner offers the following p articipation y 
hints: 
n1. Find some personal goal that can be tied with the 
group goal. 
2. Clarify in your own minds just what our objectives 
are in respect to this meeting. 
3. Examin~· the goals of a group in terms of its per-
sonal implication to us. 11 
Responsibility to the Group.-- Often members of a dis-
cussion group are sincerely interested in the goals of the 
group, but they do not take an active part in the job of keep-
ing the discussion alive and moving. For them, this is the 
responsibility of the leader. It is obvious that if everyone 
had this attitude, nothing would ever be accomplished. Each 
member of the group should assume as much responsibility as 
he is able, for only then will the discussion be as fruitful 
and stimulating as he would like it to be. 
Willingness to Express One's Ideas.-- How free one feels 
to express his ideas in group discussion is often determined 
by the atmosphere of group thought. Frequently, however, the 
more withdrawn members withhold their ideas until they have 
heard what everyone else has said. It is obvious what would 
happen if everyone had this wait-and-see attitude, for to with-
hold one's ide as is to deny the dynamic nature of group think-
ing. This is not to say that any 11half-bakedn idea should 
be thrown in. The participant should always believe that his 
1/John w. Keltner, Group Discussion Processes, Longmans, Green 
and Co., New York, 1957, p. 129. 
idea is of some worth. It is when each member spontaneously 
contributes to the discussion that there will be a good chance 
for creative thinking. 
Objectivity.-- If discussion is to move along in a pro-
ductive way, it is essential that the members exhibit a high 
degree of objectivity. This means at all times one should 
avoid identifying himself with the ideas he contributes, least 
he find himself predicament of not being able to admit he was 
wrong without "losing face." Repeatedly, members of the group 
tend to personalize their position to such a degree that they 
feel obligated to defend it to the very death--not their own, 
but the discussion's. This desire to "save face" is under-
standable, but it does tend to stifle the flexibility and 
· y 
growth necessary for good discussion. Keltner lists five y 
rules to follow in order to achieve objectivity: 
ul. Examine our personal opinions and prejudices, ari.d 
to question all facts and ideas carefully. 
2. Change our beliefs and decisions when the facts 
show us to be wrong. 
3. Submit our ideas and information to the criticism 
and evaluation in the group. 
4. Consider any conclusions that will lead us to a 
desirable solution. 
5. Suspend making a dec is ion until we have gathered all 
the available information and facts on a given problem. 11 
Willingness to Listen to Understand.-- Too often in dis-
cussion, progress is blocked by poor listening. This ueually 
occurs when we feel that we do not agree with the person we 
1/McBurney, op. cit., p. 201. 
g/Keltner, op. cit., p. 7. 
are listening to. Because we are primarily interested in re-
futing the speaker's remarks, we busy ourselves with our ovm 
thoughts instead of paying careful attention to his words in 
order to be certain that we fully understand him. This is a 
truly unfortunate situation, since it is precisely at these 
11 
moments that we should be listening most carefully. In or-
der to avoid this predicament, Keltner suggests six listening 
gj 
hints: 
"a. Keep track of what h as been said in the discussion. 
You should keep a brief tabulation of the ideas 
and progress of the discussion on a pad. Don't 
make notes too copious because it will take too 
long. 
b. As you listen to what is being said, relate it 
to what has gone on before. Arrange the ideas 
of the speaker into a list in your own mind, so 
that you can see his context. 
c. '.fhink of the questions and supporting or opposing 
points that should be brought out in relation to 
the ideas presented. Jot them dovm briefly. 
d. . Fit the contribution of the speaker into the 
pattern of reflective thinking that the group 
is following. If it doesn't fit, note where it 
fails and prepare to make that . point. 
e. Concentrate on the meaning of what is being said, 
instead of the words or the voice or any of the 
mechinacal functions of the speaker. In short, 
listen for ideas, not words. 
f. ~ry to anticipate what the speaker is going to 
say, but do not read into what he . says something 
that is not there." 
Participation Technique.-- Even if the members of a group 
have constructive attitudes toward discussion, they sti l l 
face the problem of how to contribute in the most effective 
way. In other words, what are the qualities that constitute 
a worthwhile contribution--one that stimulates creative 
1/McBurney, op.cit., p. 203. 
g/Keltner, op.cit., p. 176. 
thought? McBurney suggests what he calls the "empirical 
method": "The aim is contributing in such a way as to pro-
mote reflective thinking, thought in process, integrative 
thinking, co-operative sharing of ideas, ere ative de liberation." 
H.e believes that each contribution made during a discuss ion has 
attached to it--implicitly or explicitly--a set of ·•tcreden-
tials." By "credentials," McBurney means "the reasons (ex-
amples, analogies, causea and si~s) which have recommended y 
the proposition to the speaker." The credentials of a con-
tribution represent the reflective process through which the 
speaker has gone in order to reach the conclusion he is pro-
posing. The worth of these credentials will of course depend 
upon the experience, insight, and reflective ability of the 
speaker. Similarly, the worth of the contribution will de-
'ij 
pend upon the worth of the credentials. 
According to McBurney, a good contribution is one that 
includes a brief description of its "credentials." This · is 
what he means by the "empirica1 method" o.f contributing. In-
stead of merely stating one's ideas, the speaker alao gives 
a brief account of the reflective processes through which he 
went in reaching his conclusion. In showing not only ~he 
!/McBurney, op. cit., p. 203. 
g/Ibid., p. 204 • 
.§/Ibid., p. 204. 
y 
believes, but also why and how he believes it, the speaker en-
courages critical and productive thought. He allows the listen-
er to fully understand. him and to agree or disagree in a more 
comprehensive manner. He avoids misunderstandings and speeds 
up the process of constructive group thought. The empirical 
method, by the example it sets, also encourages frankness and 
openness on the part of the other speakers. Students should 
continually be encouraged to be more aware of their "creden-
1/ 
tials" before they speak. 
3. Usable Types of Discussion 
The Significance of Types.-- Although the basic princi-
ples of discussion are the same for all situations, the methods 
and procedures for conducting discussion may vary with the size 
and objectives of the group. Since these changes in procedure 
may also effect the responsibilities of the leader and of the 
participants, it is important for the teacher to be aware of 
these shifts in role so that he can keep the discussion running 
efficiently. Another reason that the teacher should be aware 
of the various discussion procedures is that the classroom is 
not the ideal place to carry on informal discussions. Infor-
mal discussion--the type that is normally used in the class-
room--runs most efficiently with no more than twenty partici-
pants. Since most classes contain anywhere from twenty to 
thirty students, the teacher should have some knowledge of 
the formal types of discussion which are normally reserved 
for larger groups. In addition, since these formal types are 
the ones the students will encounter outside of school, now 
and after graduation, the teacher has a clear-cut responsibility 
to offer experiences with these types. In the following para-
graphs the writer has attempted to list and describe types of 
discussion that ·could be used in the classroom. 
Informal Discussion.-- Informal discussion is probably 
the form used by most teachers. McBurney calls it discussion 
!I 
in face-to-fact groups. One of its advantages is that every-
one usually has a chance to participate. Interest is likely 
to be high, since the ideas and experiences presented came 
directly from the group members. However, one limitation of 
informal discussion is that it is likely to lack "experts" at 
its initial meeting, particularly when the problem being con-
sidered is not directly related to the students' own exper-
ience. The teacher should make sure that the group has enough 
preparation before it continues through the various discussion 
stages. No worthwhile consensus can result from pooled ignor-
Y 
ance. 
Formal Discussion.-- Formal discussion is appropriate 
1/McBurney, op. cit., p. 13. 
2/Junior Town Meeting League, Youth Discussion: Patterns and 
T'"echniques, Booklet, Form Lg. 70.~ Middletown, Conn., p. 18. 
when the group is too large for practical face-to-face dis-
cussion or when the group does not have the necessary infor-
mation concerning the problem. McBurney describes the formal 
11 
or coacting group in the following way: 
"By a coacting situation, we mean one in which 
all of the members of the group are responding or re-
acting to same single, central source of stimulation. 
The ordinary public speaking situation is of the co-
acting type. As a matter of fact, practically all 
auditoriums, lecture rooms, classrooms, and assembly 
halls are designed to accommodate coacting groups. The 
seats are arranged so that the audience can see and hear 
the speaker on the platform. While such groups present 
special problems for discussion which are not present in 
the face-to-fact group, it is possible nevertheless to 
secure co-operative group thinking and contributing if 
appropriate methods are applied. The panel, dialogue, 
symposium, and forum are especially designed to meet 
this type .of situation." 
The main difference between informal and formal discussion 
is the "nature of the stimulus. 11 In informal dis cuss ion there 
is no fixed audience, since the members of the group are con-
stantly shifting their role from speaker to listener; in for-
mal discussion, however, there are two distinct groups: (1) 
the speakers or t'experts"; and (2) the listeners or the 
audience. McBurney also points out two advantages of the 
gj 
formal type: 
"(1) it accomodates the essential features of give-
and-take discussion to the requirements of a large group, 
providing means by which certain persons are singled out 
as active participants and by which the sheer weight of 
numbers does not clutter the discussion: (2) it permits 
the group to reap maximum benefits from the contributions 
of certain experts invited to aid the group, or of those 
of its own members who have made special preparation for 
the discuss ion. 11 
1/McBurney, op. cit., pp. 13~14. 
g/Ibid., PP• 296-297. 
The Panel Discussion.-- The panel discussion is made 
up of a small group.·which carries on a discussion in front 
of a larger audience under the direction of a leader. Gen-
erally, when the small group or panel has finished its dis-
cussion, the audience is allowed to participate in a question-
and-answer period. 
The mairi job of the panel group is to develop the patterns 
of thought of some problem by conversing together without the 
use of set speeches. In order to do this effectively they 
must be steeped in the essential information concerning the 
problem and be prepared to present their ideas along the pat-
terns of reflective thought. Another factor which makes the 
role particularly difficult is the presence of an audience 
which deserves a discussion which is both meaningful and inter-
esting. Although the panel's main purpose is not to entertain, 
it does have added responsibilities which are not present in 
]] 
a face-to-face group. 
2he leader also has added responsibilities. Besides the 
general duties of leadership which have been described in an 
earlier section, the leader must introduce the topic, relate 
it to the panel group and the audience, and introduce the panel 
group to the audience. He must also inform the audience of 
its role in the discussion and decide the proper time to begin 
y~., p. 298. 
the question and answer period. .At no time should the leader 
feel that the panel discussion runs itself. 
y 
The Symposium.-- The symposium consists of two or more 
persons who present separate speeches on various phases of 
some problem under the direction of a leader. Following their 
speeches, the audience is allowed to participate in a question 
and answer period. McBurney believes that the purpose of a 
symposium is to investigate a problem from several points of 
view, not to give a series of speeches of advocacy. This does 
not rule out the possibility of differences of opinion, but 
McBurney does feel that the symposium should not become a two-
sided or many-sided debate. The ' speeches of the symposium 
group should stimulate the audience into reflective thinking 
about the problem, not try to sell it on any number of ready-
gj 
made solutions. 
Usually there are from two to six speeches, five to twenty 
minutes in length. Of course, in the classroom, they will have 
to be limited to five to ten minutes. There are many possible 
ways of organizing these spee.ches, each one having its own 
merits. The most obvious way is to have each speaker present 
his own views on the problem with the hope that nindividual · 
differences" will make each lecture interesting to the audience. 
1}Ibid., p. 300. 
g/Ibid., p. 305-. 
Another way is to have the speaker take up various phases 
of the problem according to the pattern of reflective think-
ing. For example, the speakers could take up, in order, 
Definition, Analysis, Hypothesis, etc.--or the first speaker 
could consider both the Definition and Analysis, while the 
rest of the speakers considers the various solutions. The 
choice of any of these methods would of course depend on the 
make-up of the sy.mpos ium group and the aims of the symposium y 
in general. 
One of the special duties the leader of a symposium has 
is to learn beforehand the content of the speeches so that 
he can plan a program which has a high degree of continuity. He 
natst also supply brief transitional statements between the speech-
es and a brief summary before the question period begins. As 
usual, he will be expected to open and close the discussion, 
and serve as the leader of the question-and-answer period. 
y 
The Dialogue.-- The dialogue is a type of discussion "in 
which two persons, using the question and answer method pri-
marily, discuss a problem in front of an audience, which par-
ticipates later in a period of questions directed at one or y 
both of the speakers." The role of the leader in a 
11.!:!214·, p. 306. 
y'Ibid., p. 307. 
~Ibid., p. 304. 
dialogue is particular important and particularly difficult. 
He is the one · .. who questions the trexpert" and briefly dis-
cusses his replies. He must be we.ll acquainted with the 
problem, be familiar with the kind of audience present, end 
be able to ask questions which will develop the pattern of 
thinking and aid the movement of the dialogue. The respon-
dent should be an expert in his field, but sensitive enough 
to the presense of the audience to insure maximum communication. 
The Lecture Forum.-- The lecture-forum is a type or dis-
cussion in which one person presents a prepared speech which 
is followed by a question-and-answer period with the audience. 
The speaker has the responsibi1ity of exploring the problem 
and of suggesting possible solutions. In some cases, the 
question-and-answer period can be conducted by the speaker 
himself depending on his knowledge of the audience and his 
- y 
skill in leading a forum. 
This type of discussion is quite popular among the dis-
cussion groups and is often used in the classroom under the 
name of the oral report. One obvious advantage that the 
lecture-forum has over the symposium is that one expert is 
easier to find than two. However, the speaker must make 
sure that he presents his materia~ with a broad perspective 
1/~., pp. ~04-305. 
g/Ibid., p. 307. 
y' 
so that he may overcome the absense o~ multiple points o~ 
y' 
view. 
Because o~ the time .limitati·ons imposed upon the teacher 
by his crowded schedule, the lecture-~orum method may prove 
wasteful, since it allows only one student at a time to par-
ticipate as an expert. In this respect, both the panel dis-
cussion and the symposium are superior in that they allow 
more students to participate as experts. In addition, inex-
perienced students will ~eel more "at home" on ' a panel o~ 
~our to ~ive than they would i~ they had to give a solo per-
~ormance in a dialogue or lecture-~orum. As usual, such 
choices will ultimately depend upon the aims and abilities 
of the group. 
The Forum.-- In each o~ the ~our previous types o~ dis-
cussion, it has been assumed that each would be ~ollowed by 
a question-and-answer period or ~orum. This ~orum is o~ 
fundamental importance in these ~or.mal types o~ discussion, 
since it is the only opportunity the audience will have to 
participate actively. McBurney lists ~our values o~ the 
gj 
~orum: 
"(1) to permit the audience· to secure ~urther in-
~ormation and to correlate ideas upon the problem; (2) 
to protect the audience ~rom being misled by a presen-
tation which may create erroneous impressions unless 
y~., p. 308. 
g/Ibid., p. 321. 
subjected to questioning; (3) to permit the intro-
duction o~ material which might otherwise not be in-
cluded in the discussion; (4) to give the audience an 
opportunity to participate--a value in itsel~ over and 
above the other uses and values. n 
The chairman or leader ·has the job of seeing that these 
outcomes are achieved. For instance, it is up to him to 
stimulate the audience to ask questions. He may do this 
by asking the ~irst question himsel~ or by calling on a 
more experienced member of the group. In both cases he would 
be trying to encourage the less experienced members to par-
ticipate. He mu.st __ also encourage the audience to phrase its 
questions so that they are brief and clee~. If necessary, he 
can rephrase involved questions or even help questioners to 
phrase their questions more clearly. He must also restrict 
the discussion to a reasonable time limit and keep a watch-
~ul eye on the audience to see if interest is waning. This 
is particularly important, since a dull question-and-answer 
· period can leave an audience with a bad impression of the y 
forum method. 
4. Evaluation 
Necessity.-- Evaluation is an essential part of group 
discussion. Without an evaluation, the teacher has no way of 
knowing if he has achieved his goals. Through an evaluation, 
he can determine to what extent the group has succeeded in 
1/Ibid., PP• 322-323. 
reaching a consensus. Through an evaluation he can determine 
the effect of his role as leader upon the group's progress and 
the kinds of contributions made by his students. Once this 
type of evaluation has been made, the teacher is in a better 
position to make intelligent decisions for the improvement 
of future discussions. 
The writer believes that there are three practical ways 
of evaluating discussion: (1) the evaluation sheet; (2) the 
observer; (3) and the tape recorder. 
The Evaluation Sheet.-- The evaluation sheet or question-
naire set up in terms of the specific goals of discussion can 
be of great help to both the teacher and his students. The 
teacher can use it as a check list for his own appraisal of 
the various aspects of discussion, while the student can use 
it for his own, usually valuable, appraisal. In addition, 
when these evaluation sheets are given to students for the 
self-appraisal of their own participation, it helps them to 
improve their performance and to gain a better understanding 
of how discussion works. Examples of evaluation sheets can 
be found on of this chapter. 
The Observer.-- The "observer" is a member of the group 
who watches the discussion carefully in order to gain an 
understanding of the inner workings of the group. Freed 
from the stress of participating in the discussion itself 
the observer is in an ideal position to record objectively 
the behavior of the group. Keltner elaborates upon this 
y' 
point in the following: 
11 It is 






important that v1e recognize the observer 
of the group. He is not a 11 critic 11 as 
construe the term. He is neither pedant 
His distinctive character is as a reporter 
aim is to see what is happening and to 
to the group. He is, in a sense, a "mirrortr 
group can see itself as it operates. 11 
The; observer has three important duties. He keeps a 
record of participation. This record can range from a simple 
identification of the persons speaking and the frequency of 
their participation, to a more detailed description of the 
various kinds of contributions, attitudes, and speaking 
techniques used. Under certain circumstances, he may also 
record the nature of the leader's participation. His second 
duty is to record factors which aid or hinder group unity. 
These may include such things as faulty thllti{ing, cliques, 
and prejudices. This particular duty is difficult and must 
be handled with care and discretion. Finally, his third 
duty is to record the progress the group makes toward its 
goals. Here, the observer can play a vital role by noting 
when the group strays away from its goal-direction and what 
gj 
causes this side-tracking. 
In the classroom, these three jobs could be distributed 
among a "panel of observers 11 or be taken up one at a ti.me. 
1/Keltner, op. cit., p. 300. 
g(Ibid., pp. 300-302. 
In choosing student observers, the teacher keeps in mind 
the level of class proficiency with discussion tecl~iques. 
Before le·aving this discussion of the observer's role, 
the writer would like to point out that it would be quite pos-
sible for the teacher to take over the role of the observer 
in addition to his regular duties. Even with a student ob-
server, the teacher would be wise to assume many of the 
functions of the observer as a basic tool for his evaluat ion 
of the discussion as it is occuring. This kind of appraisal 
serves as a valuable supplement to post-discussion evaluations 
and as worthwhile practice for groups where the training of 
observers is not feasible. 
The Tape Recorder.-- For years teachers have been dream-
ing of a gadget which could faithfully record classroom ac-
tivities so that they could be reexamined at will. To a large 
extent, the tape recorder has fullfilled this drerun. It can 
also be of unusual assistance in evaluating discussion. At 
last the teacher has an "objective observer 11 to record t he 
workings of discussion--an observer whose memory is in-
fallible. 
In a recent article dealing with the use of the tape re-
corder in the classroom, Dierenfield recommended the following 
y' 
procedure: 
u •••• For two reasons, no effort should be made 
to fool the students as to what is going on. In 
the first place, a tape recorder is too large to be 
well hidden. In the second place, students respect 
a teacher who is try ing to improve h is teaching tech-
nique. Pupil reaction to the machine ordinarily lasts 
1/R.B. Dierenfield, uDoes Your Voice Sound Pear-Shaped? 11 
Clearing House, (October, 1956), 31:92-93. ' 
about ten minutes, and afterwards the natural class 
atmosphere returns. It has been found that much of 
the extraneous shuffling, banging, and coughing noise 
typical of a normal classroom can be minimized if the 
microphone is placed about ten feet above the floor. 
A good place t o han·g the 'mike' is in the back of t he 
room on a map hook or on top of a cabinet or book case. 
The volume should be turned up h igh to pick up the 
teacher's voice at a distance from the microphone. 
When the tape is played back, volume adjustments can 
easily be made so that the sound becomes audible and 
clear. If possible the tape should be capable of 
recording the whole period.n 
Once the recording has been made the teacher can play 
it back at his own convenience using the techniques of the 
observer. He will have same important advantages over the 
regular observer in that he will be under less pressure and 
will be able to relisten, repeatedly, to any section of the 
discussion. Because of this, he will be able to ask questions 
of a much more complex nature than the regular observer. In 
addition, selected portions of the discussion can easily be 
played back to the class for their careful analysis, thus en-
abling the entire class to become observers of themselves. 
5. A Suggested Method of Teaching Discussion Techniques 
Although the detailed teaching of discussion techniques, as 
such, may properly be reserved for the for.mal speech course, 
many of them can be taught in the regular classroom. The only 
prerequisite for teaching discussion techniques is for each 
student to have a large number of discussion experiences. 
Without actual practice in lively and stimulating discussion, 
students are likely to have little interest in the abstract 
principles of group thinking or the fundamental concepts of 
good discussion. Once opportunities for discussion are 
created the teacher can work on improving the quality of 
discussion. 
There is no ideal way to teach discussion techniques, but 
the writer believes that it can be done well, inductively, 
during the evaluation stage of the discussion. Through joint 
use by teacher and student of various methods of evaluation, 
students can learn abstract principles which they mi@~t nor-
mally shun. Students can be given opportunities to set up 
their ovm criteria for good discussion and to make up their 
ovr.n evaluation sheets. 
Of course, the tremendous pressures of a crowded curri-
culum will limit what can be done in improving discussion 
techniques. However, it seems highly improbable that no time 
could be made available. Even if only a brief period is re-
served at the end of each discussion period for evaluation, 
marked improvements in the quality of the discussion will be 
noted. 
6. Aids and Materials for Discussion 
The following material is made up of a series of charts 
and outlines designed to help the teacher organize and evaluate 
discussion. This material is not definitive, but is merely 
suggestive of the kinds of aids and materials the teacher will 
need and wish to make up for himself. For example, both the 
·41t Discussion Outline and the Evaluation Sheet can be simplified 
• 
to suit the needs of a particular group • 
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• SCOPE AND SEQUENCE CHART OF THE SKILLS, ABILITIES, AND ATTITUDES NECESSARY FOR EFFECTIVE DISCUSSION 1/ 
SKILLS AND ABILITIES 
(Low, Middle, and High refers to the level of difficulty 
of a particular skill or ability. "X" indicates the range of 
difficulty within which the skill or ability falls.) 
Speech 
Speaks loud enough to be heard. 
Avoids monopolizing the discussion. 
Keeps to the point. 
Speaks to each member of the group. 
Controls and uses facial expressions 
bearing , and vocal quality to enhance 
his contribution. 
Uses the oral means of emphasis (phras-
ing, stress, pause, rate of utterence, 
pitch, and inflection) and vocabulary 
to give variety to his expression. 
Habitually chooses words for accuracy 
and vividness of expression. 
Watches for listener reaction and ad-
justs volume and tempo accordingly. 
Participation 
Understands and follows the steps of 
problem-solving. 
Recognizes the differences between 
fact and op inion. 
















1/Suggested in part by the following t wo bulletins of Board 
of Education of the City of New York: 
English Language Arts: Grades 7-8-9, Curriculum Bulletin, 1955-
56 Series, Number ll, New York City, 195'1 ~ -pp . 18-46. 
English-Speech Language Arts for Senior High School, Curriculum 
Bulletin, 1955-56 Series, Number 12, New York City, 1956, pp. 72-94. 
Participation 
Listens to Understand 
Participates freely but avoids dis-
curteous or irrelevant interruption. 
Withholds any final decision until all 
of the information has been presented. 
Evaluates the discussion in terms of 
the criteria set up by the group. 
Recognizes the need for giving evi-
dence to support a point of view. 
Shares in the responsibility for 
keeping the discussion lively and to 
the point. 
Asks intelligent and relevant questions 
in a manner calculated to stimulate fur-
ther contributions. 
Brings in factual information and re-
lates it to the problem as a whole. 
Brings in factual material when it is 
most needed. 
Discriminates between the essential 
and non-essential, the relevant and 
irrelevant, the more and less inter-
esting, and choose the appropriate 
elements. 
Presents along with his ideas a brief 
account of the thinking behind them. 
ATTITUDES 
Speech 
Understands that speech is one of 
man's chief ways of relating himself 
to others. 
Understands the values of a pleasant 
voice and acceptable speech habits. 
Low Middle High 
X X X 
X X 
X X 
X X X 









Speech Low Middle High 
Understands the effect upon the lis-
tener of the speaker's grooming, 
posture, and bearing. 
Understands the speaker's respon-
sibility for ascertaining the truth, 
accuracy, and relevancy of what he 
says. 
Understands that the speaker's facial 
expression, vocal quality, inflection, 
and choice of words usually reveal 
his attitude. 
Participation 
Is willing to accept criticisms, cor-
rections, and suggestions for personal 
improvement. 
Is willing to share information with 
others. 
Accepts opposing points of view with 
tolerance. 
Is aware of personal weaknesses and 
strengths, and is willing to work 
toward increased competancy. 
Is willing to admit error, to accept 
desirable compromise, and to revise 
judgments on the basis of evidence 
presented. 
Is willing to examine all personal 
opinions and prejudices care~lly. 
Has a more rational attitude toward 
problems. 
Is willing to consider any idea which 
might lead to a desirable solution. 
























Feels a moral responsibility to pre-
sent fact and opinion in such a way 
that the listeners are given the op-
portunity to make fair judgments. 
Recognizes the speakers responsi-
bility to adhere to reasonable group 
standards to insure the successful 
outcome of discussion. 
Low Middle High 
X X 
X X X 
SUGGESTED FORM OF OUTLINE FOR GROUP DISCUSSION !/ 
I. 
(5 min.) 
( 10 min.) 
Analysis of the Problem 
A. Its Extent, Impor-
tance, and Probable 
Future Effects 
B. The Causes (Defi-
nitions to be intro-
duced as needed) 
(Chairman opens) 
Group discussion 
may begin vrith I.A. 
or I.B. 
II. Goals (Criteria for Judging Solutions) 
( 5 min.) (Chairman to review 
agreements of plan-
ning session; other 
criteria, if any, 






briefly, and reduced 
to fewest possible,but 
not evaluated) 
IV. Solutions Discussed 
(Discuss in order 
agreed upon in III 
above 
v. Selection of Preferred Solution 
VI. Methods of Putting Solution into Effect· 
(5 min.) 
VII. Conclusion 
(3 min.) (Chairman) 
YRussell H. Wagner and Carroll C. Arnold, Handbook of Group 
Discussion, Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston, 1950, p. 98. 
EV AWATION SHEET y' 
A. Group Characteristics 
( The five point scale: 1 poor or ~; 5 good or much). 
Participation: 
1. Was participation well balanced? 1 2 3 4 5 
2. How much of the talking was done by 
the leader? 1 2 3 4 5 
3. To whom were the questions or remarks 
of the members usually addressed? 
To the leader ____ To a member ____ To 
the group_ 
4. To whom were the questions or remarks 
of the leader usually addressed? 
To a member To the group 
5. Were there nonparticip ants rn-the group? 
Yes_No ____ How many?_ 
Communication: 
1. Were the members clear in expressing 
ideas? 
2. Was the leader clear in expressing ideas? 
3. Did everyone understand what was going 
on? 
4. Did everyone speak clearly and audibly? 
5. Did everyone listen to the contributions 
of members? 
6. Did everyone speak conversationally and 
directly? 
7. Did everyone stick to the point? 
Atmosphere: 
1. Did the members appear free to express 
themselves? 
2. Did the leader compliment members on 
their contributions? 
3. How friendly was the group ? 
4. How informal was the group? 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
17suggested by John w. Keltner, Group Discussion Processes, 
Longmans, Green and Co., New York, 1957, p. 345. 
B. Group Progress 
Goal-Setti!1g: 
1. Who set the goals? Leader A mem-
. ber The group 
2. Were the goals clear and precise? 
3. Were the l!lembe.rs willing to accept and 
act on the goals of the group? 
Problem Solving: 
1. Was the problem analyzed effectively be-
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
fore solutions were offered? 1 2 3 4 5 
2. Were there specific criteria established 
for solutions before the solutions were 
proposed? 1 2 3 4 5 
3. Were various solutions proposed and ex-
amined before a decision was made? 1 2 3 4 5 
4. How many of the group favored the solu-
tion that was finally chosen? 1 2 3 4 5 
Procedures: 
1. How much did the group plan its own pro-
cedure? 1 2 3 4 5 
2. Was the procedural plan followed by the 
group? 1 2 3 4 5 
3. Did the group change its procedure as 
the need arose? 1 2 3 4 5 
4. Were the goals and purposes of the 
meeting clear? 1 2 3 4 5 
C. Leadership 
1. Did the leader seem to understand the 
group? , 
2. Was the leader sensitive to the wishes 
of the group? 
3. Did the leade·r get the group started 
effectively? 
4. Did the leader establish a permissive 
atmosphere? 
5. Did the leader stimulate the group to 
think? 
6. Did the leader provide clear and 
effective sunm1aries? 
7. Did the leader assist effectively in 
resolving conflict? 
1 .2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 .5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
C. Leadership 
s. Did the leader direct group thinking 
along his own lines of thought? 
9. Was the leader able to control his 
emotions? 
10. Did the leader give evidence of ac-
cepting the contributions of members 
of the group? 
11. Did the leader propose new ideas that 
the group had not considered? 
D. Member Functions 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
(Using the same five point scale, indicate in the left-hand 
column the frequency the following functions were performed by 
the leader, and in the right-hand column by the members of the 
group.) 
Leader 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 








Pulled ideas together 
Clarified relationships between 
Members 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 





1 2 3 4 5 
some statement or ideas . 1 2 3 4 5 
(or canmented) on group 
Raised problems of goals or 
direction 
Gave orders, tried to dictate 
group 
Resisted operation of the group 
Brought discussion back to main 
topic 
Summarized progress 
Prodded group to move along 
faster 
Encouraged other members to con-
tribute 
Complimented members on their 
work 
Joked or otherwise relieved ten-
sion 
Attacked -other members 
Belittled contributions of others 
Resolved conflicts of the group 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
1 2 3 4 5 
FILMS ON DISCUSSION 
1. Coronet Films, Discussion in Democracy, 16 mm. sound film, 
color or black and white, Chicago, Illinois. 
2. Cornet Films, Legrning from Class Discussion, 16 mm. sound 
film, color or black and white, Chicago, Illinois. 
3. Encyclopedia Britannica Films, Inc., How to Conduct a 
Discussion, 16 mm. sound film, black and white, Wilmette, 
Illinois. 
4. Encyclopedia Britannica Films, Inc., Organizing Discussion 
Groups, 16 mm. sound film, black and white, Wilmette, Illinois. 
5. Encyclopedia Britannica Films, Inc., Room for Discussion, 
16 mm. sound film, black and white, Wilmette, Illinois. 
CHAPTER IV 
SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 
Although there is need for more accurate studies con-
cerning the relative value of discussion methods over other 
methods, there is an even greater need ror s t udies to det ermine 
which discussion techniques are most effective. For example, 
improved techniques are needed to overcome obstactles to group 
unity and group thinking. Additional studies are needed to 
determine the effectiveness of the observer in improving dis-
cussion techniques. Only after such studies have been made, 
wil l discussion meet the many expectations we have of it. 
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